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[During the preparation of the current installment of the Reports on the 
Flora of the Boston District the Committee in charge of this work of the New 
England Botanical Club received the suggestion that as Magnolia Virginia na 
L.— a species long familiar under the now discarded name of M. glauca L. 
was included in this section of the catalogue and as the circumstances regard¬ 
ing the discovery of its isolated and highly interesting station near Gloucester, 
Massachusetts, had been the subject of some doubt and controversy, it would 
lie desirable at this time to assemble the facts concerning the unhappily 
vanishing northeastern colony of this noteworthy plant — one of the rarest 
in the flora of New England. Acting upon this excellent suggestion the 
Committee applied to Dr. George Golding Kennedy, who was known to have 
information upon the subject. 

At the request of the Committee and from his own extensive botanical and 
historical library, rich in Americana, Dr. Kennedy has most kindly sought 
out and brought together many references to the Sweet Bay. While he 
disclaims originality in his article it is confidently believed that the facts here 
assembled from sources, several of which are rare and accessible to few, will 
prove decidedly welcome to the readers of Rhodora. Their points of chief 
interest are in fixing the date at which the station was first noticed, as well as 
in clarifying tin* identity of the discoverer; also in placing on record tlie* 
condition of the colony at different dates within recent decades. It is hoped 
that more general knowledge of the history and biological interest of this, 
vanishing member of the New England flora will stimulate care in the pro¬ 
tection of the remaining individuals and will promptly stop any tendency to> 
deplete the station further.— Ed.] 

The beauty, fragrance and novelty of the Magnolias of the Southern 
states early attracted the attention of the explorers, farmers and 
botanists. 
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Plunder in his Nova plantanun Americanarum genera, p. 3(>, pi. 7 
(Paris, 1703) gave 11 u* name in honor of Magnol, a professor of hotany 
at Montpelier, France, an<l also gave what for the times was a good 
plate of the details of the structure of the flower. He* says he has 
seen but one species. Linnaeus adopted most of Plunder's generic 
names, and among them Magnolia. 

Clayton in his Flora Virginiea, ed. 2, p. S3 (17(.>2) cites (although 
without binomial designations) several species of the genus, among 
them Magnolia glauea, the shrub or low tree popularly called Swamp 
Laurel or Heaver Tree, which was in fact the most plentiful in number 
and most fragrant in flower, as well as most kindly disposed to trans¬ 
planting. 

Many gardens in England, France and Spain had plants of Ameri¬ 
can origin before the end of the 17th century. In the next century 
the pupils of Linnaeus spread themselves over a large part of Europe 
as well as over New Spain and the more easily explored coast line of 
the Atlantic Ocean from Florida to the islands, of the St.. Lawrence 
valley. Of these travellers Peter Ixaltn kept a journal of his wander¬ 
ings and discoveries. I nder the date of Oct. 20, 17-4S, lie gives two 
pages (vol. i. pp. 100-101 in Forster's English translation, Ed. 2) 
to the Magnolia , which must have been pleasant reading for those 
old colonial daws. 

“Oct. the 20th. The Heater tree is to be met with in several parts 
of Eensylrama and A nr Jersey, in a poor swampy soil, or on wet 
meadows. Dr. Linnaeus calls it Magnolia glauea. Both the Smiles 
and English call it Hearer free, because the root of this tree is the 
dainty of beaver, which are caught by its means, however the Swedes 
sometimes gave it. a different name, and the English as improperly 
•called it Swamp Sassafras and \\ lute Laurel. The trees of this kind 
dropt their leaves early in autumn, though some of the young trees 
kept them all the winter. I have seldom found the beaver tree north 
of Eensylrania, where it begins to flower about the end of May. 
Tlie scent of its blossoms is excellent, for by it you can discover 
within three quarters of an English mile, whether these little trees 
stand in the neighborhood, provided the wind be not against it. 
For tin* whole air is filled with this sweet and pleasant scent. It is 
beyond description agreeable to travel in the woods about that time, 
especially towards night. They retain their flowers for three weeks, 
and even longer, according to the quality of the soil on which the 
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runs: 


trees stand; and, during the whole of their being in blossom, they 
spread their odoriferous exhalations. The berries likewise look very 
fine when they are ripe, for they have a rich red color, and hang in 
bunches on slender stalks. The cough, and other pectoral diseases, 
are cured by putting the berries into rum or brandy, of which a 
draught every morning may lx* taken; the virtues of this remedy 
were universally extolled, and even praised for their salutary effects 
in consumptions. . . . and it was thought that a decoction of it could 

Persons who had caught cold, boiled the branches 

O ' 

of the heaver tree in water, and drank it to their great relief.” 

Mark Catesby in his considerable and important work The Natural 
Historv of Carolina, Florida, and the Bahama Islands (2 vols. folio, 

t/ 

London, 1771) gives at page 30 an account of the Sweet Flowering 
Bay with an excellent plate and description. A portion of the text 

They [/. c. these trees] grow naturally in moist places, and 
often in shallow' water; and what is extraordinary, they being re¬ 
moved on high dry ground, become more regular and handsomer trees, 
and are more prolific of flowers and fruit. They usually lose their 
leaves in winter, except it. be moderate.” 

“This beautiful flowering tree is a native both of Virginia and 
C arolina and is growing at Mr. Fairchild’s in Hoxt.on and Mr. Collin- 
son’s at Peckham [England] . . . requiring no protection in our 

winters.” 

One of the earliest volumes on Materia Medica Americana, namely 
that of David Schoepf, printed at Erlangen, Bavaria, in 17S7, has on 
page 91 an old-fashioned list of pharmaceutical uses of Magnolia 
glauca, from the aromatic bitter of its bark to its ashes made into an 
ointment for ulcers. This book shows at least how much value was 
given to the very noticeable tree. 

On pages 139 and 140 in the first edition of his Plants of Boston, 

“ The 



published in 1814, Dr. Jacob Bigelow says of Magnolia glauca: 
only species of this superb genus, that has been found native in our 
climate. It attains the height of a dozen feet, but is sometimes 
killed down to the roots by severe winters. . . . The bark is highly 
aromatic, and possesses medicinal properties. It grows plentifully 
in a sheltered swamp at Gloucester, Cape Ann, twenty five miles 
from Boston, which is perhaps its most northern boundary.— 

Julv.” 


June, 


Magnolia glauca is similarly treated in the 2nd edition of the same 
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work in 1824, and in the 3rd edition in 1840; also in Bigelow’s Medi¬ 
cal Botany, vol. ii. pp. 67-70, where it is called an aromatic tonic. 

Stephen Elliott in his Sketch of the Botany of South Carolina and 
(ieorgia,vol. ii.p. 37 (IS21), says: “ This is probably the most fragrant 
plant of our forests. It grows in great profusion along the margin 
of the rich swamps which border our rivers, and in tin* morning and 
evening during tin* period of its flowering, the atmosphere of our 
streams is often literally perfumed with its fragrance.” 

‘‘Grows in swamps and wot soils, though extremely abundant in the 
low country of Carolina — it, is very rarely found upon the islands 
which border the sea coasts.” 

Darlington in his classical Flora Cestriea, od. 3, p. 8 (1853), made 
the following comments upon tin* species: ‘‘This delightful little tree, 
though abundant in the swamps of New Castle County, on the south 
of us, is rare in Chester Countv.” 

Dr. Francis Pevre Porcher in his Resources of the Southern Fields 

% 

and Forests (Charleston, So. Car., 1863), pp. 36-37, speaks almost 
entirely of its pharmaceutical value in many cases of a typhoidal 
character: ‘‘The bark of the root, according to Griffith, was employed 
bv the Indians to fulfil a varietv of indications; the warm decoction 
acts as a gentle laxative, and subsequently a*< a sudorific, whilst the 
cold decoction, powder of, or tincture, is tonic. ... It is supposed by 
many residing in tin* lower portions of this state that this tree pre¬ 
vents the water of bogs and galls from generating malaria. It cer- 
tainlv seems that the water is much clearer in which the bav tree 


gr< >ws. 


J» 


George B. Emerson in his Trees and Shrubs of Massachusetts, ed. 
2 (1875) and without change ed. 3 (1878), p. 603, says. 


“A sheltered swamp near ( ape Ann, not far from the sea, is thought 
to be the most northern habitation of this plant, and until lately was 
supposed to be tin* only one in Massachusetts. It has recently been 
found at the distance of some miles, in another swamp, in the midst 
of deep woods in Essex.” 

At this point there is a reference to the following foot-note. 

“ It is said to have been found, in a single spot, in the county of 

York, Maine.” 

No specimen, however, from Maine exists in any herbarium to my 
knowledge. The text continues: ‘‘From these situations it will soon 
be completely extirpated. The fragrant flowers and even the leaves 
are in such request, that, early in the flowering season, numbers of 
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pc rsons resort to the swamps in quest of them, and great quantities 
are annually carried to Salem and Boston for sale. The gatherers 
of the flower are regardless of the preservation of the trees; and in a 
single season I have noticed scores of them broken down and almost 
entirely destroyed.” .... 

t/ 

“ No plant is, at every season and in every condition, more beautiful. 
The flower, two or three inches broad, is as beautiful and almost as 
fragrant as the water lily.” 

John Robinson in his Flora of Essex County (Salem, Mass., 1880), 
p. 31, under Magnolia glauca gives the following: “Gloucester and 
swamps towards Essex. First brought to notice by Rev. Manasseh 
Cutler during the last century.” 


The date in Mr. (hitler’s Journal is given as Monday, July 2S, 
1800; so that the reading should have been “in the early years of the 
[then] present century ” as no exact date was then available. 

Lester F. Ward in his Guide to the Flora of Washington and Vicinity 

n * 

(1881), p. 03, makes the following record regarding Magnolia in the 
region of which he was writing. “ In all swamps, but being rapidly 
destroyed by people in search of the flowers.” 

The species is apparently rare in Tennessee, as Gattinger in his 
Flora of Tennessee (1901), p. 79, gives but one station for it, namely, 
u Madison Co. W. Tenn. S. M. Bain.” 

In (’. S. Sargent’s Manual of the Trees of North America (1905), 
]). 318, occurs the following: “Most abundant and of its largest size 
in the interior of the Florida peninsula on fertile hummocks rising 
above the level of the Pine-lands.” 

“Often cultivated as a garden plant in the eastern states and in 
Europe.” 

In Garden and Forest, vol. iii. p. 23 (1890), there is a valuable note 
by Mr. T. O. Fuller of Needham, Mass., which I copy in full. 

“To the Editor of Garden and Forest: Sir.— In regard to the 
Massachusetts station of Magnolia glauca, noticed in Garden and 
Forest (ii. 012), the following may be of interest to some of your 
readers: 


‘The first specimen of the Magnolia glauca noticed in Massachusetts was 
brought from Cape Ann Woods in the summer of 1805, by the late Chief 
Justice Parsons. He observed a number of plants in flower as he was journey¬ 
ing on that road, and being struck with their beautiful appearance, gathered a 
few, which he brought to Boston for examination by his friends. I happened 
to be at his house on the day he returned from his journey. He showed me 
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his acquisition, and wished to know what it was. I took one of the specimens 
home for examination, and found it to be Magnolia glauca — a most unex¬ 
pected inhabitant of our region. J. I).’ 

The above is a marginal note, written by Judge John Davis, of 
Boston, in his copy of the first edition of Bigelow’s ‘ Florida Bostonien- 
sis’ (a presentation copy to ‘Judge Davis from his friend and serv’t,, 
the author ) on the page where the Magnolia is described.” 

In Dr. Cutler’s Diary occurs the following: 

“July 28, 1806. Monday. 

%J > %) 

lion Theophilus Parsons informed me by letter last evening that 
he had found the Magnolia glauca in a swam]) on the road from 


Manchester to Gloucester. I set out 


in 


search of it. Dined at 


( aptain Ingolson’s, at Kettle Cove, where Mr. Goldsmith brought 
me a tree of it, without knowing I was in search of it. Found it in 
plenty, in two swamps on the new read (sic| to the left. 

Went to Fresh-Mater Cove, near tin* harbor of Gloucester, made a 
large botanical collection, and returned.” 

\Y e are fortunate in having a much fuller account of this discovery 
in the Life, Journals and ( correspondence of Rev. Manasseh Cutler, 
L.L.I). (published in Cincinnati, in ISSN, by Robert Clarke & Co.). 
The following letter from Judge Parsons to Dr. Cutler, written in 
July, 1806, I will quote entire. 


Reverend and Dear Sir: 

In riding through the woods in Gloucester, that are between Kettle-Cove 

and Fresh-Water Cove I discovered a flower to me quite new and unexpected 

in our forests. This was last Tuesday week [July 22, 1806]. A shower 

approaching prevented inv leaving the carriage for examination, but on xny 

return, on Friday last, 1 collected several of the flowers, in different stages, 

with the branches and leaves, and on inspection it is unquestionably the 

Magnolia glauca. Mr. Epes Sargent has traversed these woods for flowers 

and not having discovered it, supposes it could not have been there many 

years. It was unknown to the people of Gloucester and Manchester until I 

showed it to them. 1 think you have traversed the same woods herborizing. 

Did you discover it? If not, how long has it been there? It grows in a swamp 

on the western or left side of the road as you go from Manchester to (Iloucester, 

and lx*fore you come to a large hill over which the road formerly passed. It 

is so near the road as to be visible even to the careless eve of the traveler. 

%/ 

Supposing the knowledge of this flower, growing so far north, might gratify 
you, I have made this hasty communication. 

Your humble servant, 


Thkoph. Parsons. 


Rev. Dr. Cutler. 
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This letter of Judge Parsons conclusively fixes the date of the dis¬ 
covery of the Sweet Bav in Gloucester as Julv 22nd, 1800, and shows 

Vt. * 

clearly the identity of the discoverer as the Hon. Theophilus Parsons. 
From a Life of Judge Parsons it is clear that the study of plants was 
one of his favorite recreations. At the time of the discoverv of the 
Magnolia he was fifty-six years of age and was living on Pearl Street, 
Boston, in a house with a large garden. 

The date 1S05, given by Judge Davis, in the note cited above, is 
plainly an error. The marginal memorandum in his copy of Bigelow’s 
Florida Bostoniensis written a number of years after the discovery 


can surely carry little weight as evidence compared with a letter 
written bv the discoverer at the time of the discoverv. 

t/ t. 

In the Life of Rev. Manasseh Cutler, vol. ii. p. 359, one of his 
grandchildren tells of his home at Hamilton, Mass., with his garden 
where were to be seen many transplanted trees and shrubs. “ Here 
grew the pawpaw and persimmon 


by the side of strange foreign 


plants; and in a swamp, not distant, flourished a transplanted Mag¬ 
nolia, and in the garden a large tulip-tree.’’ . 

Regarding the origin of the colony and its present sadly depleted 
state the following communications are of much interest. 

In Garden and Forest, vol. ii. p. 303 (1889) J. G. Jack gives nearly 
a page on the Magnolia of Essex Co., Mass., including some parts of 
its early history. And an unsigned correspondent in tlx* same volume 
on page 012 gives some suggestive hints as to its possible introduction. 


I copy this note complete. “Magnolia Swamp contains several 
hundred acres, and it is one and a half miles in length and from ten 

» i 

to over 100 rods in width. I am of the opinion that this swamp has 
furnished the shrub to all the others. In regard to three of the smaller 
swamps I know that this is a fact, tlx* Magnolia shrubs having been 
transplanted by men. The inhabitants of Gloucester are firm in the 
belief that Magnolia glauca is a native shrub, but 1 cannot think so. 

I believe it was introduced bv the old settlers, some of whom mav 

• 1 « 

have lived in and removed from a more southern state. ‘The old 
Salem road’ deserted by the travelling public for over 100 years, skirts 
the eastern side of Magnolia Swamp. Along the line of this road are 
tlie ruins of old cellars, and in the swamp opposite one of the cellars, 
near a spring, may be found Magnolias which appear the oldest in 
the region. The root-crowns below the moss are often found to be 
two feet in diameter. In no other place can I find such a growth, and 
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it is here, I think, that the shrub first started. It must he evident to 
any careful observer that Magnolia glauea is struggling here in an 
unnatural climate. The primary roots grow straight down into the 
muck, and in the fall are thickly covered with rootlets, snowv white 

y %/ 

in color. In the spring these rootlets are mostly dead, and a greater 

part, of young shoots die down to the moss, and a certain per cent 

of the old plants an* winter-killed, which indicates that there is no 

harmony between shrub and climate.” 

%/ 

Mr. Walter Deane 1 has given me the following letter from Mr. C. E. 
Faxon which shows the condition of the swamp in the summer of 

1913. 

April 17, 1916. 

Dear M,r. Deane: 

1 have just found in Garden and Forest an interesting letter from Mr. 
Fuller giving a marginal note from Judge Davis’s copy of Bigelow’s Plants of 
Boston. . . . When I first visited the swamp some 45 years ago there were 
plenty of good specimens all about, sometimes 15 feet tall or more. It was 
easv to find them, as the bo vs who sold the flowers on the Boston trains had 

1/ / V 

made trails from one plant to another all over the swamp. 

W hen I visited the place with Dr. Kennedy two years ago we found with 
the aid of the Tree Warden of the town, only two little plants a few feet high 
that had escaped the Magnolia hunters — such had been the destruction! 


Yours faithfully, 


C. E. Faxon. 


From this it is plainly evident that unless some prompt measures 
are taken for its safetv we shall verv soon have seen the last of this 

• i 

delightful flower in our Massachusetts flora. 

Readville , Massachusetts. 


An early Flowering of Rudbeckia iiirta. — On April 25, 1910, 
I discovered on the campus of the Massachusetts Agricultural Col¬ 
lege a plant of Rudbeckia hirfa (Black-eyed Susan) in bloom. It had 
a very short stem and was found in an exposed, sunny situation on a 
slope. Gray gives the time of blooming of this species as from June 
to September. — William S. Coley, Massachusetts Agricultural 
College, Amherst, Massachusetts. 




